The pathophysiology of premature rupture of the membranes.
Premature rupture of the membranes (PROM) is the condition in which the chorioamnion is disrupted before the onset of labor. This condition creates a dilemma for the practicing obstetrician, because once the membranes have broken the risk of fetal or maternal infection, or both, increases. Preterm PROM adds to this management challenge, mainly because of the added problem of prematurity. Although the epidemiology of PROM has been well defined, the exact etiology has yet to be understood. However, using the associated clinical risk factors of PROM, researchers in this field have contributed to our understanding of the causes. Various mechanisms have been proposed, including mechanical, as well as infectious or inflammatory processes. The purpose of this article is to review the various proposed mechanisms of PROM. Maternal risk factors for PROM are presented, mainly to place into context the current literature involving both in-vitro and in-vivo research. It is apparent that a single pathophysiologic mechanism is not responsible for all cases of PROM, but rather a combination of processes is in operation.